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When I woke up this morning, I discovered that there was a man chained up in my basement. My 
first thought was that this was probably not the greatest financial decision I could have made. 

The man had been naked when I saw him, wrists rusty with dried blood and thin from my brief 
glimpses of them. The cuffs around them were just as rusted, flaking off in little specks of red and brown. 
The smell was awful, even from my distant position at the top of the stairs. It was of rot and death, and of 
other smells that I really didn’t want to consider but knew would be a bitch to get out of that old, cracked 
hardwood. After my brief gander and even briefer whiff, I promptly turned back up the stairs and locked 
the basement door behind me. 


The house is in the middle of the woods—a cliche, but I wasn’t the one who chose the location, 
so I make do. It has heating, plumbing, a decent back-garden; nothing much to really complain about, and 
I even find the lack of neighbors comforting. There’s an old road that’s been connected to the highway, 
and I get the rare poor soul who makes the wrong turn down it. My front yard is full of their cars, some 
older and some new. There’s a blue truck parked haphazardly at the very front, newer than the rest but still 
overgrown. Like it had been there for months. Perhaps it had been. Perhaps it was my own understanding 
of time that had been overgrown by the vines and thorns around me. Perhaps it was nothing at all. 

The trees around the house towered and held little trinkets on almost every branch. Wind chimes, 
dream catchers, little bird skulls, and bird feeders. All little presents made and gifted to hang on the 
branches, and they whisper and chatter and sing when the wind blows through them. The forest breathes, 
and I breathe with it. 

Inside the new blue truck were pictures, a weathered and sun-damaged map of roads and towns 
and highways, and old water bottles and food wrappers. There was a shotgun in the back seat, and boxes 
upon boxes of rounds. There was blood on the wheels, splattered against the pretty sky-blue of the 
paneling, and as I took the gun and carried the boxes I wondered the things that pretty blue truck had 
seen. 


It was pretty relaxing, being out here in the woods away from the world’s troubles. No need to 
worry about seeing anybody, or anything but what can be expected. And when a new car shows up in my 
front yard, or spring turns to winter between my waking hours, or new sections of the garden I don’t quite 
recall planting spring up fresh and green and healthy, I take it as a sign that time is passing unbothered as 
well. 

The trees move and walk when I don’t look at them, and sometimes I see the eyes of others 
watching from the woods. I don’t worry about them any longer, for they’ve learned to not cross the border 
and I’ve learned to toss the errant snack their way. I know the pains of hunger, and they know the pain of 
loneliness, and so we both seek to ease them for each other. It also helps me keep the basement clean, and 
I am never one to turn down opportunity. 

I went down to the basement to check on the man once more and saw that he had stopped 
moving. Judging by the pictures in the pretty blue truck, he had once been a big man, towering and strong. 
Looking at him now, one could almost tell despite the thinness in his wrists and the way his ribs strained 
against his skin. His face was gaunt, the cheeks pocked and thin and the mouth outstretched as if he was 
still screaming in the dark and quiet of my basement in the woods. The smell of rot was just as bad as 
before, and the stench burned my nose. 

I turned around and went back up the stairs, locking the door behind me as I went. 
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Sometimes I like to sit outside in the grass of my yard and watch them stand there. They tend to 
sway and moan, bumping into one another and toppling over like dominoes before standing up to sway 
and moan once more. Some come and some go, guided by large shadowy hands from the trees like 
children playing with old, wrangled dolls. The eyes beckon me towards the border, and yet I stay as Iam 
and continue to watch on—content in my little display box, in my garden and yard full of abandoned, 
bloody cars, and in my house in the woods. 

The days go on and on, sometimes as years and sometimes in moments—but it is ever so hard to 
tell without a calendar or any sort of means to tell the time. The seasons pass and I am here, and 
sometimes I wonder if I am the last one alive in the world. And then a new car pulls down my driveway, 
and I am overjoyed once more, before I remember that I will have to clean the basement once again. My 
yard is full up on cars, and yet sometimes when I look out some have disappeared. Taken away like old 
toys. 

They moan and groan at the border again, and when I look to where they are standing I see new 
trinkets hanging on the branches. Little wooden carvings, with blackened hands grasping and playing with 
the toys. I chuckle as I watch them play, not moving from my spot in the sun. 


When storms rage on the howling seems louder than any wind that could have made it. I watch 
out the window with my cup of hot tea surrounded by many, many more cups of cold and meet eyes with 
the trees in the woods. They are tall and spindly, long limbs and fingers blending in with the branches and 
their hands guiding those at their feet. There is one that has been here the longest, and it’s that one that I 
often share gazes with the most. I know that I will not leave, and it knows that I can’t. And we are both 
happy that way. 

When the rain dies down, so does my vision of it, and I leave my still-full cup to join the rest of 
the cool ones. 


The garden was my saving grace more often than not. Tomatoes, potatoes, beets, and peppers. 
Cucumbers and squash and the odd resurfaced bone or two. I learned early on that additives in the soil 
increased yield and given that there was no other source of food beyond my garden and the odd animal 
that fell into the little rope trappings around my garden, it was a discovery that had saved me through 
many winters. 

The squash was ripe, and so were the zucchini and the cucumbers. Each vegetable was thicker 
around than my arm, and longer than it too—they would feed me for a while. I picked until my bag was 
full, and when I went back into the house to fetch a second bag I heard the sound of a wail come from 
outside. 

There was a bird, dangling from my rope trap. It had matted blonde hair, and tiny, tiny wings so 
malnourished and boney I wondered how they hadn’t snapped. The rope was wrapped around their legs 
and their neck, their little wings prying and pulling to try and pull the rope off and yet only pulling it 
tighter. It sang a broken song as it pried and pried, turning redder and redder as it struggled and I watched 
on. I watched on as the little bird pleaded and sobbed and its eyes started to bulge out of its head. 

I watched on until the bird stopped moving. They watched on as well, silently swaying behind the 
border. They watched as I unwrapped the bird from the rope and grabbed it by the hair and dragged it to 
the border. When I rolled the bird across, they descended upon it and it was gone, and I went back to my 
garden. 
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When I looked at the border later, a new bird skull hung on the branches, its blonde hair still 
attached. 


Today I stand at the top of the stairs, and look down on the man chained up in my basement. He 
groans and strains, lifeless eyes boring into mine. Perhaps he remembered the months he spent down here 
in the dark. The screaming, the hunger, the pictures in that pretty blue truck overgrown with rust outside. 
Perhaps he remembers nothing at all. It's not like I remember much these days either. 

I grab the shotgun from the top of the stairs, and shut the basement door behind me. We all have 
to pay our dues, after all. 


